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UP Ich glaube nicht, dass wir solchen Herausforderun-
gen standhalten können, uns selbst dermaßen  
kontrollieren können.

TA Man wäre dabei sicher nicht glücklich. 

DA Ein interessanter Gedanke, den übrigens auch die 
Projektskizze für »Spectral Revolution« von Benjamin 
Egger aufgreift. Eine Zeile lautet da nämlich: »Versuche 
weiterzukommen, versuche aber, dabei nicht überheb-
lich zu sein.« 

TA Der buddhistische Weg: Nimm dir vom Glück, doch 
nehme nicht alles auf einmal. Du wirst dadurch  
nicht glücklicher. Wage den Absprung vom materiellen  
Streben nach Glück! 

UP Wenn du den Mut dazu hast!

TA Mut ist auch einer der Begriffe aus dem fünften 
Krampf. Ein anderer ist die Angst – kurz gesagt.  
Wenn ich den Mut nicht habe, dann habe ich vielleicht 
Angst: Inwiefern ist Angst ein Antrieb für deine  
persönliche Suche nach dem Glück? 

UP Das hängt ganz von meinem Umgang mit Angst ab 
und hat mit einer Beschwörungsformel zu tun: Wenn 
ich eine Angst beschwöre, dann bleibt sie zwar als 
Angst bestehen. Sobald ich aber die Details genauer 
betrachte, verliert sie teilweise ihren Schrecken.  
Wenn ich etwas verdränge, wovor ich Angst habe, kann 
ich im entscheidenden Moment oft nicht »richtig«  
reagieren. Setze ich mich jedoch mit ihr auseinander, 
so kann ich das Ganze ein wenig lenken. Vielleicht  
gelingt es mir dann auch, ein Stück zu meinem persön-
lichen Glück hinzuzufügen, und ich liefere mich so  
dem Geschehen nicht passiv aus.

				          			 
			             

5. The beaver’s lesson

interview with  

edward wright

Tanja Trampe Which aspects of happiness does your work take up? 

Edward Wright When I looked at your diagram, I noticed that all the words on the out-
side are relevant to me [dialogue, ambivalence, dependency, uncertainty, truth, constraint, 
fear, friendship], because they are all aspects of how we feel within our relationships.  
I can say my work is about human relationships and how personal relationships create politi-
cal meaning or events. Or vice versa: how the political atmosphere creates tension or stress 
within personal relationships. I try not to be too literal. I try to be as vague as possible.  
Partly in order to allow myself freedom, so that I don’t have to comply with some constraints 
in my subject matter. 

I am interested in happiness because it is what we aspire to in our relationships. I do have 
a tendency to work with opposites: happiness and sadness, aggression and tenderness, 
anger and peacefulness or calmness. I don’t know why I have been so drawn to those kinds 
of antitheses but I guess they are just very apparent to me. As is ambivalence, which seems 
intrinsic to any human relationship. The double-sided nature of all of our interactions, all of 
our feelings. The fact that almost anything that we do or feel or think can be interpreted.  
It is not clear even to ourselves what we really mean a lot of the time. 

I feel my own ambivalence and vagueness to be a very prominent feature of my personality. 
Perhaps that is why I am so interested in this subject matter and make the work I do. But in 
order to avoid being solipsistic I try to make my work, at least on some level, approach the 
“political” sphere. To avoid being personal in a general sense, not only to avoid it being about 
me in particular or to avoid it being about some specific relationships. I guess what I am  
saying is, I find sentimentality a very interesting thing, but I know that it is so dangerous to 
deal with. It is awful to make sentimental work, but it is not at all a terrible thing to be  
interested in sentimentality and sometimes the difference is not clear. Sometimes it is quite 
hard to make work that is focusing on some sort of sentimental engagements and for it not 
to be a sentimental work in itself. The easiest thing to do if you are worried about it then is  
to make a very cynical work of art. To say to viewers: Hey I am not being sentimental, I am 
making a work about sentimentality. But that also is not very satisfying at the end. It has got  
to be somewhere in-between. There is this very big grey area in-between that is the most  
interesting but also perhaps the hardest thing to deal with, with any clarity.  

TA Is sentimentality really your primary interest? For example, if I look at your painting  
“Colonizer” I don’t feel sentimental. For me the central aspect is the coincidence of  
closeness and distance. A recurring instrument you’re using to create this illusion is the 
graphic grid in which you situate your figures. What can you tell about this staggering? 
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EW It tends to put a distance between you and the emotional register of the work. I guess 
the idea is to encourage empathy in the viewer but block it at the very same time. One hand 
is extended out in a gesture of welcoming, and the other is held up as a kind of a barrier. 

TA And that is maybe the point why you are especially interested in hands and arms.  
In all the works I have seen they are in the centre. 

EW Certainly in the last year or so I have been actually doing a lot more with the physical 
gesture of the arms. The action of the arms has become much more pronounced. In the past 
it was more about the hands. And that is why it looked more like traditional portraiture be-
cause the hands would be placed over people’s arms, or on their shoulders or maybe around 
their waists or something as a kind of an indication of closeness and bonding and warmth. 
But done to excess, to a point where you find it ridiculous perhaps, or suspicious. 

TA And the facial expression which is not corresponding with the hands. Another one of your 
paintings shows a group of businessmen. I can really feel this kind of expression, and  
also they touch each other with their hands. They are laughing, trying to be nice, and they are 
clearly touching each other but I do not believe them anything. What is it and how do  
you create this ambivalence? 

EW The businessmen cycle of paintings was particularly good for that sense of false friend-
ship and to explore emotional superficiality. In that sense those paintings were perhaps 
more about superficiality than they were about happiness. So the smiles were not indicating 
any true sense of happiness, rather they were indicating a lack of warmth and so they looked 
a bit fake. Whereas now I want to make work that is not so much about superficiality – oh  
by the way I used to think at the time, perhaps I still do, but I was thinking when I was making 
those earlier paintings that superficiality, emotional superficiality, was just as important  
as emotional depth. That was one of the ideas driving the work. We tend to disparage super-
ficiality, we say that it is not good. We want people to be real with us but of course we need  
to be superficial, we can’t always be true. To live together we have to have superficial  
relationships. That is the social contract I suppose. Everyone understands the code. We need 
to be nice to each other because some part of our brain is wired to react well to pleasing 
facial expressions. But we don’t need to genuinely mean it, because if we meant it genuinely, 
we would be exhausted at the end of each day. 

But I found that difference between depth and superficiality very interesting. I still do and I 
still think I am working with that although in a different way. So now it is more about violence, 
or aggression. It is about these pent-up emotions due to frustration with daily life. 

TA Aggression and violence, are they superficial too? Or are they more real? 

EW The emotional content is very stylized now. It is becoming – well, I mean it was before 
too – but the aggression that I depict in the paintings is stylized in order to distance you  
from it, in order for you to say I don’t have to empathize with these people in the painting,  
I don’t have to find this convincing because if I did, if this artist tried to be convincing,  
it would probably be really embarrassing.

TA You were already talking about your artistic interest in the issue of happiness. So, the 
German language has only one word for happiness, luck and fortune: “Glück”. In its origins  
it means: how something turns out. Only at the very end can you say something along  
the lines of “now I am happy because it was good” or “the way to come here was right”.  
In English, you make a distinction between “luck” and “happiness”. Does this difference 
based on language make any difference for you while thinking about happiness? 
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EW I guess I have always been a bit confused by “Glück” because it also means luck.  
You know people say “viel Glück” when you are going to do something, like “Good luck!”. 
But then “glücklich” is happy. Actually, I don’t quite know how to use that word in German. 
I distinguish pretty clearly between fortune and happiness, and I don’t really think about 
fortune very much in relation to my work. I think about happiness. Perhaps what I think about 
is contentment as well. When I think of contentment then I think of long-term happiness,  
underlying happiness. As in, you are satisfied with your life or you are satisfied with some  
aspects of it. Whereas happiness to me may indicate a more immediate emotional state:  
I am happy right now because it is a sunny day, I am riding my bicycle and I feel good.  
It is not quite clear to me whether I am dealing with long-term contentment more or short-
term happiness.

TA And another difference is also, I think, that one can influence things in a way that they go 
in the right direction, and fortune is more passive, it happens to me. The other is maybe more, 
well, not to have a plan, but to decide. You can decide to go this way or that way with an idea. 

EW This is an aspect that I have not really thought about much, so I am not sure what to say. 
Having the ability to make decisions within your life that will cause your future happiness.  
I tend to perhaps be a little bit more interested in the present situation. What is wrong, what 
is going wrong and why aren’t I happy or why aren’t we happy if I am thinking more generally. 

TA Because being happy is just a sudden feeling – but to be unhappy is already a sort of 
analysis. 

EW Perhaps because unhappiness is some sort of pain, it is accrued and therefore you’re 
tempted to analyse it more than you would if you were happy. If you are happy you just accept 
being happy as a state of normality and you don’t need to be reflective. Whereas if you are 
unhappy you feel a need to correct it; there is a problem, therefore I must fix it. I think that is 
why I am interested in the balance between… for example I have a painting back there where 
on one side they are smiling and on the other side they are not, they look unhappy. It is about 
that recognition. This is why there is all that ambivalence in so many of the paintings. I put 
some sort of aggressive gesture in the picture but then I try and undermine that with a smile 
in the same picture to try and create a paradoxical situation without degenerating into chaos. 
If I wanted just to paint the chaos of our emotional lives I would probably be a really expres-
sionistic painter. It is more about confusion than chaos. There is this state that we are always 
living in because we can’t really see ourselves and we can’t really see what we should be 
doing or what we’ve done wrong. Our egos tell us a different story. We have some self-aware-
ness but we lie in order to protect ourselves. And if every person is doing that in a community 
or a nation, then you end up with strange outcomes collectively. 

TA Let’s return to the grid briefly. It’s a structure that helps civilization. Your figures are  
all standing well on this fixed agreement between society and the individual. It seems that 
everything works well… 

EW The grid is a controlling device. 

TA Do you mean that the dialogue needs a kind of a constraint, that democracy needs  
constraint and that the staircase of might is well organized? Otherwise the idea of democra-
cy won’t work. It is not a flat thing where everybody can do what he wants. 

EW No, absolutely not, we need the hierarchy. Yet we can never be entirely happy with it 
because it always feels like it is not really serving us nor really representing us. 

TA Does your work refer to a certain turning point of the human condition? 

EW I think my work is showing this kind of drive to find a better solution, this drive to  
understand ourselves, or to find not only better political solutions but personal solutions.  

But possibly the ambivalence and tension within the work is there because of the frustration 
of knowing that you can’t change things that much. At least not short-term. And here  
the difference or confusion between short-term and long term is relevant again. One could  
substitute the word happiness for politics. One does not seek solutions if they are con
sidered truly unattainable. 

TA This means that we are connected to the others and we can’t just leave. 

EW That is right, I don’t often paint people on their own. I used to. When I lived in Australia  
I painted a lot of solitary figures and those were really repressed little paintings.  
They were really constrained by my own rules about what I had to do in fact. I was really like  
a person alone on an island, painting lonely figures. 

TA We have divided all the artists’ works into the 8 fits of Lewis Carroll’s Story ”The Hunting 
of the Snark”. Your paintings can be found in the fifth one. This is also interesting because  
of your works’ titles  “Punchy feely” and “Friendshit”. Friendship in Carroll’s Story is less 
based on sympathy than on collective fear. The two protagonists connect because they feel 
the same in the same situation at the same time. That is a movement I can see in your work.  
My final question is based on this context: How far is fear an impetus and urge to your  
own personal search of happiness? 

EW There is one aspect of fear, for sure, and it is related to moving away from home. I lived 
for a long time in Sydney and I was very comfortable there, I know it well and it is a great city 
to live in. You can have a very good standard of living there and I had plenty of good times  
in that city. Moving away was quite hard. I moved to New York in 1997 for a while to try living 
there. And actually I would have stayed but for a visa problem. Later, back in Sydney, I met my 
wife, who is Swiss, and suddenly had an urge to leave again. In fact only half of me wanted  
to be in Australia. The other half wanted to be in the northern hemisphere where all the art  
was being made that I found interesting. I had to decide between a comfortable lifestyle and  
my intellectual interests. My wife’s desire to pursue her own artistic career in Europe rather 
than Australia helped push me in the right direction. I feel like I am now living here perma-
nently, but there is always the possibility that we might move back. I miss Australia terribly at 
times. Yet I have a fear about leaving here because I want to keep working as an artist. And 
it is going much better here than it ever did back in Australia. So I have a fear about leaving 
here that is connected to my career, and a fear about staying here that is connected to my 
personal life. 

				          							    
                       



206 207

IMPRESSUM

data | Auftrag für parasitäre* Gastarbeit 

(Daniela Petrini und Tanja Trampe, Hg.) 

Mit Seife und Gabeln 

Ermittlungen zum Glück

Diese Publikation erscheint zur Ausstellung  

Mit Seife und Gabeln  

Eine ausstellung zum Glück 

Kunstraum Kreuzlingen 16.1. – 27.2.2011 

www.kunstraum-kreuzlingen.ch

SUBSTITUT Raum für aktuelle Kunst

aus der Schweiz, Berlin 29.10. – 10.12.2011

www.substitut-berlin.ch  

 

Idee / Konzept / Kuratorium: data | Auftrag für  

parasitäre* Gastarbeit, www.menuedata.net

Werkjurierung: Daniela Petrini, Tanja Trampe,  

Jso Maeder, Annette Sense, Richard Tisserand

Ausstellungsszenografie: Peter Meier

Redaktion

Daniela Petrini und Tanja Trampe

Lektorat und korrektorat deutsch

Lutz Stirl, Niehaus & Stirl, Berlin

www.niehaus-stirl.de

Lektorat und korrektorat englisch

Sabrina Alonso

Transkription englisch

Nadine Zuni

Transkription deutsch

Peter Meier

Daniela Petrini

Tanja Trampe

Gestaltung

data | Auftrag für parasitäre* Gastarbeit

Typo

MVB Embarcadero, 2005 by Mark van Bronkhorst

Bell MT, 1788 by Richard Austin for John Bell’s British 

Type Foundry

Cover

Pantone 809

Druck und Gesamtherstellung

PögeDruck, Leipzig

www.PoegeDruck.de

Printed in the EU

 

© 2011 Abbildungen bei den KünstlerInnen  

und FotografInnen 

© 2011 Beitrag von Michael Hampe bei  

Metzler Verlag, Stuttgart 

© 2011 Werkkomplex zum Glück bei  

den Herausgeberinnen

Abbildungen erstes und letztes Blatt 

Spectral Revolution, Performance zur  

Eröffnung der Ausstellung am 15.1.2011 von  

Benjamin Egger mit Alicia Vargas und der  

Hilal Dance-Gruppe von Yvette Mimona Fatma  

im Kunstraum Kreuzlingen

Foto: ©andreaslehner.com

 

© 2011 data | Auftrag für parasitäre* Gastarbeit  

(Tanja Trampe, Daniela Petrini), KünstlerInnen,  

AutorInnen & Revolver 

Alle Rechte vorbehalten. 

Abdruck (auch auszugsweise) nur nach  

ausdrücklicher Genehmigung durch den Verlag. 

 

 

 Revolver Publishing 

 Immanuelkirchstraße 12 

 D–10405 Berlin 

 T. +49 (0)30 616 092 36 

 F. +49 (0)30 616 092 38 

 info@revolver-publishing.com 

 www.revolver-publishing.com 

ISBN 978-3-86895-357-2

Diese Publikation wurde ermöglicht durch die  

Unterstützung des Lotteriefonds des Kantons Thurgau, 

der Ernst & Olga Gubler-Hablützel Stiftung sowie  

von Migros-Kulturprozent.

dank

Christine Abbt, Sabrina Alonso, Klara Borbély,  

Bazon Brock, Alexander Bühler, Andreas Bühler,  

Bettina Carl, Volker Demuth, Benjamin Egger,  

Fawzy Emrany, Niklas Engler, Beat Füglistaler,  

Franz Gratwohl, Gabriela Gründler, Michael Hampe,  

Andrea Heller, Patricia Jacomella, Andrina Jörg,  

Moke Klengel, Sandra Knecht, Pascal Lampert,  

Andreas Lehner, Anne Lorenz, Sonja Lotta, Jso Maeder, 

Andreas Marti, Peter Meier, Damir Ocko, Ursula Palla,  

Robert Pfaller, Andreas Pöge, Christoph Rath,  

Heike Salchli, Sebastian Schaub, Rüdiger Schlömer,  

Monika Schmon, Nadja Schöllhammer, Roman Seiler, 

Martin Senn, Annette Sense, Elisabeth Smolarz,  

Daniel Sommer, Lutz Stirl, Andy Storchenegger,  

Marlies Stöger, Marion Strunk, Dieter Thomä,  

Richard Tisserand, André Tschinder, Lex Vögtli,  

Edward Wright, Nadine Zuni, Silvie Zürcher,  

Annelise Zwez und Lewis Carroll (1832–1898).

Literaturhinweis

Lewis Carroll, The Hunting of The Snark / Die Jagd nach 

dem Schnatz. An Agony, in Eight Fits. Eine Agonie in acht 

Krämpfen. Engl. / Dt., übers. u. Nachw. von Oliver Sturm, 

Stuttgart 1996.

^


